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Abstract
Internet of Underground Things (IOUT) communications have the potential for soil properties estimation and soil
moisture monitoring. In this paper, a method has been developed for real-time in situ estimation of relative permittivity
of soil, and soil moisture, that is determined from the propagation path loss, and velocity of wave propagation of an
underground (UG) transmitter and receiver link in wireless underground communications (WUC). The permittivity
and soil moisture estimation processes (Di-Sense, where Di- prefix means two) are modeled and validated through an
outdoor UG software-defined radio (SDR) testbed, and indoor greenhouse testbed. SDR experiments are conducted
in the frequency range of 100 MHz to 500 MHz, using antennas buried at 10 cm, 20 cm, 30 cm, and 40 cm depths in
different soils under different soil moisture levels, by using dipole antennas with over the air (OTA) resonant frequency
of 433 MHz. Experiments are conducted in silt loam, silty clay loam, and sandy soils. By using Di-Sense approach, soil
moisture and permittivity can be measured with high accuracy in 1 m to 15 m distance range in plant root zone up to
depth of 40 cm. The estimated soil parameters have less than 8 % estimation error from the ground truth measurements
and semi-empirical dielectric mixing models.
Keywords: Internet of Things, Wireless Underground Communications, Sensing, Precision Agriculture, Soil Moisture

1. Introduction
Internet of Underground Things (IOUT) have many applications in precision agriculture [1], [2], [4], [8], [13], [14],
[15], [16], [17], [21], [35], [37], [48], [44] , [53], [54], [64],
[74], [79], Border monitoring is another important application area of IOUT, where these networks are being used
to enforce border and stop infiltration [5], [61]. Monitoring applications of IOUT include land slide monitoring,
and pipeline monitoring [3], [21], [30], [52], [59], [60], [73].
IOUT provides seamless access of information collected
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from agricultural fields through the Internet. IOUT include in situ soil sensing capabilities (e.g., soil moisture,
temperature, salinity), but also provide the ability to communicate through plants and soil, and real-time information about the environment (e.g., wind, rain, solar). When
interconnected with existing machinery on the field (seeders, irrigation systems, combines), IOUT enable complete
autonomy on the field, and pave the way for more efficient food production solutions. At agricultural farm level,
IOUTs are being used to provide valuable information to
the farmers.
Continuous sensing of soil moisture is essential for smart
agriculture variable rate irrigation (VRI), real-time agricultural decision making, and water conservation [24].
Therefore, development of simple techniques to measure
the in situ properties of soil is of vital importance. Moreover, permittivity estimation has applications in electromagnetic (EM) wave propagation analysis in the soil
medium, depth analysis, subsurface imaging, and UG localization. Different methods for soil permittivity and
moisture estimation are time-domain reflectometry (TDR)
[40], [51], [66], ground-penetrating radar (GPR) mea-

surements [10], [23], [42], and remote sensing [27], [55],
[67], [68]. Moreover, one major bottleneck in the current
laboratory-based permittivity estimation techniques is offline measurement of the collected soil samples. Remote
sensing approaches are limited to shallow depths of 20 cm.
In situ measurements and inversion approach can be
used to measure the soil properties at higher depths with
greater accuracy. In this paper, we have developed DiSense, an in situ, real-time soil moisture and permittivity
estimation approach based on the wireless underground
communications (WUC) in IOUT. For a transmitting antenna in the soil, the generated electromagnetic (EM)
waves propagates through the soil, and are not only affected by the depth, distance, frequency and soil moisture
[49], but also depend on the properties of the soil [11]. Path
loss of these attenuated waves received at the UG receiver
can be used to deduce the proprieties of soil, and can also
be used to estimate the soil moisture. Our approach to derive the soil moisture and relative permittivity is based on
the path loss of the UG communications channel in IOUT.
Path loss of transmitter-receiver (T-R) pair in WUC depends on distance, depth, and soil moisture. In Di-Sense,
a transmitter antenna buried at a certain depth in soil
transmits a wideband signal in frequency range of 100 MHz
to 500 MHz, which propagates through the UG channel.
The received signal is measured at the receiver to determine the path loss. Di-Sense enables an IOUT system to
communicate simultaneously besides real-time permittivity estimation and soil moisture sensing. A model has been
developed to estimate the soil moisture and permittivity
based on path loss using Di-Sense. The model has been
validated through experiments in a software-defined radio
(SDR) testbed and in an indoor testbed in different soils at
different depths under different soil moisture levels. Relative permittivity results show a very good agreement with
less than 8 % estimation error from ground truth measurements, semi-empirical Peplinski dielectric mixing model
[41], and Topp model [65].
The rest of the paper is organized as follows: The related
work is discussed in Section 2. Di-Sense permittivity estimation and soil moisture sensing is modeled in Section 3.
Model validation approaches are presented in Section 4.
The description of empirical setup and measurements procedures is given in Section 5. Model validations and performance evaluations are performed in Section 6. Potential applications of the Di-Sense estimation approach are
discussed in Section 7. Paper is concluded in Section 8.

into different approaches. Methods used for quantifying
soil water include gravimetric method, TDR, GPR, capacitance probes, remote sensing, hygrometric techniques,
electromagnetic induction, tensionmetry, neutron thermalization, nuclear magnetic resonance, gamma ray attenuation, resistive sensors, and optical methods. Some of these
methods are reviewed briefly in the following.
First, we discuss laboratory based soil properties estimation approaches. In [22], soil EM parameters are derived
as function of soil moisture, soil density, and frequency.
This model is restricted to 20 % soil moisture weight, and
requires extensive sample preparation. In [11], a probe
based laboratory equipment has been developed that requires use of vector network analyzer (VNA), and works in
frequency range of 45 MHz to 26.5 GHz. A model based to
estimate the dielectric permittivity of soil based on the empirical evaluation has been done in [75]. In [12], a model of
dielectric properties of soil has been developed for frequencies higher than 1.4 MHz. In [41], Peplinski modified the
model through extensive measurements to characterize the
dielectric behavior of the soil in the frequency range of 300
MHz to 1.3 GHz. A comprehensive review of soil permittivity estimation approaches is given in [11]. These methods require the removal of the soil from the site. Moreover,
laboratory based measurements of soil samples taken from
site are labor-intensive, and are not truly representative
of the in-situ soil conditions. Therefore, automated soil
moisture monitoring technologies are needed.
Second approach to measure the soil properties, based
on TDR, has been proposed in [40], that requires measurement of impedance and refractive index of soil. In [66],
a method has been proposed to estimate the EM properties of soils for detection of Dense Non-Aqueous Phase
Liquids (DNAPLs) hazardous materials using Cross-Well
Radar (CWR). In this method, a wideband pulse waveform is transmitted in the frequency range of 0.5 GHz to
1.5 GHz, and soil permittivity is obtained using reflection
and transmission simulations in dry sand. A detailed review of time domain permittivity measurements in soils is
given in [69]. TDR based approach requires installation
of sensors at each measurement location. However, realtime soil moisture sensing is required for effective decision
making in agricultural fields.
Next, antenna based soil properties estimation approaches are discussed. In [56], [57], a method has been
developed to measure the electrical properties of the earth
using antennas buried in the geological media. However,
this approach required adjustment of the length of antenna
to achieve zero input reactance. This technique also requires measurement of the input reactance to derive the
electrical constitutive parameters of the material. In [58],
a GPR measurements based soil permittivity estimation
is done in presence of soil antenna interactions by using
the Fresnel reflection coefficients. However, only numerical results are presented without empirical validations, and
this approach also requires complicated time-domain analysis. In [7], dielectric properties of the soil are measured

2. Related Work
Different soil permittivity and moisture estimation approaches have historically been considered in the literature
[9, 19, 36]. The following literature review is not all encompassing, rather we emphasize on some of the latest
literature on the subject, with the purpose of highlighting similarities and differences with other works. Permittivity estimation and soil water measurement is classified
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are effectively used for soil sensing purpose. Over the last
decade, a significant progress in UG communications, UG
channel modeling, and characterization of impact of soil
type and moisture has been witnessed [2], [8], [17], [21],
[37], [46], [49], [47], [50], [62], [64], [72], [70], [71]. A
detailed characterization of the wireless UG channel has
been provided in [49]. Impacts of soil type and moisture
on the capacity of multi-carrier modulations are discussed
in [45]. In this work, WUC are utilized by developing an
approach to use the propagation path loss in IOUT as soil
sensing method, and is also validated through empirical
measurements. We do not consider antenna impedance
in our model and this remains outside the scope of the
paper. This issue has been studied in our existing work,
particularly we would like to draw attention of the reader
to the reference [15] of the manuscript. Our work can be
seen as a predecessor of wireless underground communications (WUC) measurement-based sensing techniques, as
it provides an elegant modeling of the soil moisture and
permittivity. This obviates the need of physical sensors in
soil environment. Furthermore, WUC based sensing techniques will be tremendously important in emerging IOUT
applications with increasing needs of in situ sensing and
communications. To the best of our knowledge, there exists no other technique for real-time in situ estimation of
these properties based on WUC, and this is the first work
that utilizes wireless UG channel path loss, and velocity of
EM wave propagation in the UG channel to estimate soil
moisture and permittivity.

Figure 1: Estimation of soil properties using WUC.

in the frequency range of 0.1 GHz to 1 GHz using wideband frequency domain method. This method requires
use of impedance measurement equipment (LCR meter),
and VNA. In [39], [77], a frequency domain method has
been proposed to measure complex dielectric proprieties
of the soil, that requires removing the soil and pacing it in
a probe.
The GPR technique is also utilized to estimate soil permittivity and moisture. A method has been developed in
[23] to estimate the permittivity of ground which is based
on the correlation of the cross talk of early-time GPR signal with dielectric properties of ground. However, GPR
method works for only shallow depth (0-20 cm), and requires a calibration procedure. Moreover, the depth resolution of soil moisture content measurement can not be
restrained to a particular burial depth in soil.
Remote sensing of soil moisture is another important
measurement approach. Although observation range is
much higher with remote sensing [68], it is more sensitive to soil water content [27]. Passive remote sensing soil
moisture measurement approaches [6], have very low spatial resolution (in the order of kilometers). Although, high
spatial resolution is achieved (in the order of meters) with
active sensing, however soil moisture measurement depth
is restricted to the few top centimeters of the topsoil layers
and vegetation cover effects the accuracy of soil moisture
measurement [55].
From the review of soil moisture and permittivity measurement methods, it can be observed that there is a gap
between the point based measurements, and large scale
measurements. WUC have the potential to fill this gap for
intermediate range (in the order of meters) spatial resolutions [33]. The main focus of this paper is on the use of
WUC in permittivity estimation and soil moisture sensing. EM-wave communication in soil is impacted by soil
properties and soil moisture [45], [49]. The presence and
movement of even small amount of water results in significant changes in characteristics of the wireless UG channel
between the sender and receiver nodes of an IOUT communication system. Therefore, these changes can be identified
by analysis of the path loss at the receiver. Main advantage of this approach is that field IOUT infrastructure can
be utilized for this purpose simultaneously by eliminating
the need of specific soil moisture sensors. Hence, WUC

3. System Models
To estimate the soil permittivity and moisture at a distance range of 1 m to 15 m, expressions are derived that
connect these quantities to the measurable parameters of
the WUC. For the permittivity estimation, these quantities are propagation path loss and velocity of wave propagation in soil. The problem to be investigated is framed
as follows: given the path loss of communication link in
the soil medium, derive a function that estimates the permittivity, and soil moisture of understudy soil medium. A
schematic of WUC for soil relative permittivity estimation
and soil moisture sensing is shown in Fig. 1. It is also important to note that the effective permittivity is equivalent
to complex permittivity under low electrical loss. Moreover, in this paper, permittivity refers to the relative permittivity ( real part of the complex dielectric constant).
First, Di-Sense permittivity estimation using propagation
path loss, and velocity of EM-wave propagation in soil is
developed in Section 3.1, and then soil moisture model is
presented in Section 3.2
3.1. Di-Sense Permittivity Estimation
Propagation Path Loss Approach:
When EM
wave communication is carried through the soil in IOUT,
the propagation loss due to the water molecules held in
3
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Figure 2: (a) An example power delay profile (PDP) in the silt loam soil in the indoor testbed, (b) attenuation in soil as a function of
operation frequency, (c) water-retention curve of the sandy soil, and silt loam soil, to convert soil matric potential (SMP) to volumetric water
content (VWC) [25, 26], (d) the VWC-permittivity relationship by the Topp (soil independent) and Peplinski model (for three different soils).
Table 1: Empirical VWC range, depth, and particle size distribution and classification of testbed soils.

Textural Class
Silty Clay Loam - Greenhouse (SCL-G)
Silt Loam - Field (SL-F)
Sandy Soil - Indoor Testbed (S-I)
Silt Loam - Indoor Testbed (SL-I)

%Sand
13
17
86
33

%Silt
55
55
11
51

r =

(1)

(2)

where fmin is the frequency of the minimum pathloss. The
fmin is not affected by distance between transmitter and
receiver antennas, because of the antennas gains. Therefore, system path loss P L is inclusive of the antenna gains.
Since P L measurements are done in narrowband, noise effects is minimal. Next the soil factor, φ, is calculated as:
φs = fmin /f0 ,

1
.
(φs × λ0 )2



(τdr − τdt )
r = Cs ×
) ,
l

(5)

(6)

where l is the distance between transmitter and receiver
antennas, τdr − τdt is travel time of the direct component
in the soil, and Cs is the wave propagation velocity in
soil. Due to different propagation velocities of the air and
soil, direct wave is separate from the lateral wave which
travels through the air along the soil-air interface, and has
less attenuation as compared to the lateral wave [49]. In
Fig. 2, an example power delay profile in the silt loam soil
in the indoor testbed, and attenuation in soil as a function
of operation frequency are shown.

(3)

where f0 is the resonant frequency of the antenna in the
free space. Once the soil factor, φs , has been determined,
the wavelength at the f0 frequency is found
λ0 = c/f0 ,

Depth
20 cm
10, 20, 30, and 40 cm
10, 20, 30, and 40 cm
10, 20, 30, and 40 cm

Permittivity Estimation through Velocity of
Wave Propagation in Soil: Due to the inhomogeneity
of the soil medium, permittivity of the soil varies along
the communication link from point to point. This leads to
variations in wavelength and phase velocity, as the wave
propagates in soil. Therefore, permittivity of the soil can
be measured from the velocity of wave propagation soil.
Power delay profile (PDP) are measured to get velocity of
the wave propagation, that is determined from the known
geometry layout of the testbed, by calculating the time
that wave takes to reach at the receiver from transmitter.
Once the velocity of the wave in soil, Cs , is determined relative permittivity in soil is calculated from the difference
of transmission and arrival time of the direct component
in the soil. Path of the direct component is completely
through the soil. Accordingly, r is determined as:

where PL is the system path loss, and includes the effects
of transmitting and receiving antenna gains Gt , and Gr ,
respectively. Once the path loss is measured, the frequency
of the lowest path loss is determined by
fmin = F (min(P L(f ))) ,

VWC (%) Range
32 - 38
22 - 38
15 - 38
30 - 37

where c is the speed of light. Accordingly, relative permittivity of the soil is determined as:

the soil medium, is function of the real effective permittivity (dialectic constant) of soil. Therefore, propagation
path loss of the soil direct path (between the transmitterreceiver (T-R) pair) can be used to estimate the relative
permittivity and soil moisture within 100 MHz-500 MHz
range. To model soil permittivity, lowest path loss (LPL)
across the whole frequency range is found by transmitting
a known signal. The propagation path loss is determined
by measuring the received signal. The transmitter transmits one signal using the narrow bandwidth at a time and
frequency is increased sequentially in predefined step, ∆f .
Path loss is the ratio (expressed in decibel (dB)) of the
transmitted power Pt to the power received Pr at the receiver. Path loss is determined as
P L = Pt − Pr = 10. log 10(Pt /Pr ) ,

%Clay
32
28
3
16

(4)
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Figure 3: Field testbed development in the silty loam soil: (a) testbed layout, (b) antenna placement, (c) outlook after antenna installation,
(d) antenna cables out of soil at different depths, (e) USRPs and datalogger for soil moisture measurements.
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Figure 4: (a) Power spectral density of the sent signal, (b) PSD of received signal at 50 cm,distance at 225 MHz, (c) path loss vs. frequency
at different burial depths.

3.2. Di-Sense Soil Moisture Sensing
The relationship of the soil moisture and permittivity
is independent of the soil texture, bulk density, and frequency [65]. Since, soil permittivity depends on the soil
moisture only, soil water content can be determined from
soil permittivity [28], [65]1 . Since dry soil has relative permittivity of 3, and relative permittivity of the water is
80. Soil permittivity is calculated using (5) and (6), and
accordingly, soil moisture is determined as [28], [65]:
V W C(%) =

r − 3
+ 14.97 .
.77

soil volumetric water content. Water-retention curves of
the sandy soil, and silt loam soil are shown in Fig. 2c. It
can be observed that, in sandy soil, as compared to the
silt loam soil, a small increase in SMP leads to significant
decrease in VWC. This is caused by the large pore size
in sandy soil [43]. Hence, it is important to develop soil
specific water-retention curves, due to textural and water
holding capacity differences within different soil types [26].
In addition to the ground truth measurements in testbed
soils, model validation is also done with Topp, and Peplinski’s dielectric mixing models to validate the Di-Sense
model for different soil types under varying soil water content. Topp model [65] is not dependent on soil type, and
it relates the soil permittivity to soil water content. Topp
model is given as [65]:

(7)

4. Model Validation Techniques

θ = 4.3 × 10−6 3 − 5.5 × 10−4 2 + 2.92 × 10−2  − 5.3 × 10−2
(8)
where θ is the soil water content, and  is the dielectric
constant of the soil.
The Peplinski model [41] is used to determine the dielectric constant of soil, which is expressed as γ = α + jβ
where
v
"r
#
u
u µ0
00 2
t
α = ω
1+( 0) −1 ,
(9)
2

v
"r
#
u
u µ0
00 2
t
β = ω
1+( 0) +1 ,
(10)
2


To validate the model, ground truth measurements of
soil water content are taken using the soil moisture sensors.
Water content in soil is represented by two methods - soil
matric potential, and volumetric water content (VWC).
Soil matric potential is measured using the Watermark
sensors buried at different depths. SMP is measured in
centibars (CB)/kilopascals (kPa)2 . By using the soil-water
retention curve [25], soil matric potential is converted to
1 Although, there is some error in soil moisture-permittivity relationship, and its dependence is also weak for mineral soils, it has
been shown to work well in fine, and coarse textured soils [32].
2 Greater matric potential values indicate lower soil moisture and
zero matric potential represents near saturation condition, and 1 CB
= 1 kPa.

where ω = 2πf is the angular frequency, µ is the magnetic
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Figure 5: (a) Change in lowest path loss frequency of the UG channel at different soil moisture levels in sandy soil, silt loam, and silty clay
loam soil, (b) Change in the lowest path frequency over depth, (c) Change in velocity of wave propagation as a function of soil moisture.

permeability, and 0 and 00 are the real and imaginary
parts of the dielectric constant as given in Appendix B.
The VWC-permittivity relationship by the Topp (soil independent) and Peplinski model (for three different soils)
is shown in Fig. 2d.

cm, 20 cm, 30 cm, and 40 cm), with a fixed transmitterreceiver distance of 50 cm. Experiment are repeated for all
these depth for the distances of two meter and four meter.
For each frequency, transmitter transmits for one second
duration, and receivers collect IQ data of four mega samples. Receivers send an acknowledge to the transmitter
after finishing the reception, and, accordingly, transmitter
starts transmission at the next frequency. This process
is repeated for frequency range of 100 MHz to 500 MHz
for each depth and distance, and three measurements are
taken. Post-processing is done in Matlab [38].
For spectral estimation and path loss analysis, Welch’s
method [78] is employed. This method is enhanced form
of periodogram analysis. By using the computationally
efficient Discrete Fourier Transforms, data is divided into
fixed blocks to calculate periodograms, and modified periodograms. These modified periodogram are averaged to
calculate the power spectrum. Details of periodogram
method of power spectrum density (PSD) analysis are
given in Appendix A. In Fig. 4a, PSD of the sent signal
is shown.
In Fig. 4b, PSD of received signal at 50 cm distance for
10 cm, 20 cm, 30 cm, and 40 cm, depths is shown. Transmitters’s burial depth is 40 cm. It is clearly evident that
with increase in burial depth, PSD decreases significantly.
The pathloss with frequency at 10 cm, 20 cm, 30 cm,
and 40 cm depths is shown in Fig. 4c. It can be observed
that path loss increases significantly with frequency. This
indicates that lower frequencies (e.g., less than 500 MHz)
are more suitable for wireless UG channel in WUC.

5. Empirical Setup
In this section, we describe the measurement setup
and experiment methodology for model validation experiments. Development of outdoor software-defined radio
(SDR) testbed, and measurements details are given in Section 5.1. Power delay profile (PDP) measurements are
explained in Section 5.2. Empirical VWC range, burial
depths, and particle size distribution and classification of
testbed soils is given in Table 1. Soil name abbreviations
are also given that are used in figures in rest of the paper
for the purpose of brevity.
5.1. Outdoor/Field Software-Defined Radio
Testbed Development and Measurements

(SDR)

Testbed Development: The field testbed consists
of four sets of buried dipole antennas in silt loam soil.
Over-the-air resonant frequency of these dipole antennas
is 433 MHz. Each set contains four antennas buried at 50
cm, 2 m, and 4 m distance from the first antenna, respectively. The antenna burial depths are 10 cm, 20 cm, 30
cm, and 40 cm. Testbed development steps are shown in
Figs. 3, where the testbed layout is shown in Fig. 3a. Antenna placement, and outlook after antenna installation
is shown in Fig. 3b-3c. In Fig. 3d, antenna cables out of
soil at different depths are shown. An experiment with
USRPs, and datalogger for soil moisture measurements is
shown in Fig. 3e.
Experiment Methodology: The GNU Radio [20] and
USRPs [18] are utilized to conduct SDR experiments in
the field testbed. A Gaussian signal RF waveform of 2
MHz bandwidth is transmitted from an UG dipole antenna, buried at 40 cm depth, by using the transmitter
USRP. Signal is received on the receiver USRPs, connected
to dipole antennas buried at four different depths (e.g., 10

5.2. PDP Measurements
In order to determine the velocity of EM wave propagation in soil, PDPs are measured by using the Keysight
Technologies N9923A FieldFox VNA. PDP measurements
are conducted in the indoor testbed, in sandy, and silt
loam soils for dipole antennas buried at 10 cm, 20 cm, 30
cm, and 40 cm depths. Indoor testbed experiments are
also done in sandy soil for different soil moisture levels. In
the greenhouse testbed, in silty clay loam soil, an antenna
is buried at 20 cm depth. Over-the-air resonant frequency
6
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Figure 7: Di-Sense error analysis: (a) Di-Sense VWC vs. ground truth VWC measurements, (b) Di-Sense VWC vs. Topp model (c) DiSense permittivity vs. Peplinski model (d) Di-Sense permittivity by time-domain velocity of propagation vs. Di-Sense path loss propagation
permittivity method.

MHz lower from 321 MHz to 139 MHz, which is a 56% decrease. In silt loam soil, as soil moisture decrease from 38%
to 22%, lowest path loss frequency has increased from 129
MHz to 207 MHZ (60% increase). Similarly, in silty clay
loam soil, with increase in soil moisture (32% to 38%), lowest path loss frequency has shifted 25 MHz lower from 160
MHz to 135 MHz, which is 15.62% decrease. In essence, in
these soils, frequency of the lowest path loss decrease with
increase in soil moisture, because of the fact that permittivity of soil is greater than the air, and it increases with
increase in soil moisture, hence frequency of the lowest
path loss shifts to the lower frequency end.
In Fig. 5b, change in the lowest path frequency over
depth in silt loam, silty clay loam, and sandy soil is shown.
From 10 cm depth to 20 cm depth, in silt loam soil, a
change in lowest path loss frequency from 211 MHz to 201
MHz is observed, and at 40% depth, it has decreased to
185 MHz (which is a 12.32% less as compared to 10 cm
depth). Whereas, in silt loam (field), from 10 cm to 40
cm depth, lowest path loss frequency is decreased by 38%
from 197 MHz to 121 MHz. Similarly, in sandy soil, lowest
path loss frequency, decreases from 308 MHz to 221 MHz
when depth changes from 10 cm to 40 cm. This difference
in lowest frequency with depth is caused by the reflected
wave from the soil-air interface that induces a current on
the antenna and changes the impedance which results in
changes in lowest path loss frequency of the wireless UG
channel. At higher depths, the distance to the soil-air
interface is higher. Hence, the intensity of the reflected
wave is less due to higher soil absorption. Furthermore,
interaction of antenna fields with the soil causes changes

of these dipole antennas in all three soils is also 433 MHz.
Channel transfer function and PDP measurement are conducted for different soil moisture levels. To measure PDP,
a sinusoidal signal is transmitted by the VNA in frequency
domain, from lower to higher frequencies, in an incremental step. The time-domain equivalent impulse response,
h(t), is produced from the frequency domain data by using
the inverse Fourier transform (IFFT) operation. A total
of 401 complex tones are stored in the frequency range of
10 MHz to 4 GHz. To suppress sidelobes, the windowing is
done on the measured impulse response of the UG channel. Accordingly, velocity of wave propagation in soil is
determined by the process described in Section 3.
6. Performance Analysis, Model Validation, and
Error Analysis
In this section, first, propagation path loss has been
measured for different soil types, under different soil moisture levels, at different burial depths using the methods
described in Section 3. Impact of soil moisture, soil type,
and burial depth variations on path loss are presented in
Section 6.1. Model validation is carried out in Section 6.2.
Model error analysis is done in Section 6.3.
6.1. Path Loss in Wireless Underground Communications
In Fig. 5a, change in lowest path loss frequency of the
UG channel at different soil moisture levels is shown in
sandy soil, silt loam, and silty clay loam soil. It is observed that, in sandy soil, with increase in soil moisture
(15% to 36%), lowest path loss frequency has shifted 182
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Figure 8: Di-Sense transfer functions: (a) soil permittivity, (b) soil permittivity time-domain (c) soil moisture.

in the lowest path loss frequency of the UG channel.
Moreover, it can also be observed that the change in
lowest path loss frequency while going deep in sandy soil
is much larger (27.10%) as compared to the 12.32% change
in silt loam soil for the same depths. This happens because
the relative permittivity of a particular soil depends on its
net water content [12], and silt loam has a higher water
holding capacity as compared to sandy soil. Therefore,
silt loam has a higher relative permittivity, and results in
a lower path loss frequency. Whereas sandy soil has low
water holding capacity due to large number of pores that
leads to lower permittivity, which shifts the lowest path
loss frequency to higher spectrum.
In Fig. 5c, time of arrival of the the direct component is
shown as a function of change in soil moisture. It can be
observed that velocity of wave propagation in soil decrease
with increase in soil moisture. In sandy soil, with VWC
increase of 15% to 36%, wave velocity is decreased by five
times. Similarly, in silty loam soil, it has decreased by
three times, as soil moisture increases from 22% to 38%.
It can also be observed silt loam has the 11% slower wave
propagation velocity at 25% VWC as compared to sandy
soil, because of the it higher relative permittivity.

6.3. Model Error Analysis
Results of model error analysis are shown in Figs. 7.
In Fig. 7a, Di-Sense VWC estimation error is shown with
measured ground truth soil moisture sensing in different
soils. Higher variability of Di-Sense soil moisture estimation error (1% - 8%) is in silt loam soil, and model error
variations are less in sandy soil. This highlights the impact of clay contents in soil. Overall, estimation error is
less than 8 %.
Di-Sense soil moisture estimation error in comparison to
the Topp model is shown in Fig. 7b. It can be observed
that estimation error of Di-Sense as compared to the Topp
model is also less than 7 %, and higher variability of error
is also observed in silt loam soil.
Di-Sense permittivity estimation error as compared to
the Peplinski model is shown in Fig. 7c. It can be observed
that Di-sense estimation error as compared to the Peplinski model is relatively high (21%) for silt loam (field) as
compared to silty clay loam and silt loam (that has error less than 15%). It can also be seen that at higher
soil moisture levels, less error is observed as compared to
the lower soil moisture levels. Since many factors can affect the permittivity of water, at higher soil moisture level
the relationship of soil medium dielectric constant becomes
complicated. In addition, different factors (e.g., percentage of clay particles, soil temperature, soil type/texture,
bulk density, salinity, porosity, soil bulk density) affect the
soil permittivity. However, this effect is less significant on
Di-Sense soil moisture estimation model, as still high accuracy in soil water content estimation is achieved in different
soil types. Overall, these measured and modeled values are
in agreement and the results show that Di-Sense method
can be used to measure the soil permittivity and soil water
content.
Moreover, it can also be seen that sandy soil permittivity is not compared with Peplinski model in Fig. 6c,
because Peplinski model does not work with sandy soil
with 86% sand content [41]. Differences in Di-Sense permittivity by time-domain velocity of propagation method
with Di-Sense path loss propagation permittivity method
are shown in Fig. 7d. Overall, both methods are in good

6.2. Model Validation
In this section, model validation results are presented.
The values of the soil moisture and soil permittivity, over
soil moisture, are calculated accordingly by using the (5),
(6) and (7), and results are shown in Figs. 6. In Figs. 6a6b, Di-Sense VWC is compared with ground truth VWC
measurements and Topp model. Di-Sense permittivity is
compared with Peplinski model in Fig. 6c. Di-Sense permittivity by time-domain velocity of propagation method
is also compared with Di-Sense path loss propagation permittivity method and results are shown in Fig. 6d.
While these graphs clearly show an excellent match of
ground truth measurements and the models with Di-Sense,
many interesting points are shown in Figs. 6. It can be
observed that with decrease in lowest path loss frequency,
soil permittivity increase rapidly, which also lead to increase in soil moisture. The Di-Sense model estimation
error analysis is presented in the next section.
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agreement for the testbed soils with less than 8% estimation differences. Therefore, the Di-Sense soil moisture
and permittivity models can be used for soil moisture and
permittivity estimation in soils that have similar particle
size distribution and classification to those used in these
experiments.

the difference between the soil and object’s relative permittivity can be used to identify the target and its properties and configuration. The use of higher frequencies in
monitoring applications requires small antenna footprint
because as the frequency is increased, the antenna length
decreases accordingly.
Existing approaches to locate the underground landmines are impacted by the characteristics of the soil in
which these landmines are buried. Di-Sense can be used
to detect dynamic variations in the soil properties and can
also improve the performance of landmines detection approaches.
The presence of high moisture content in mine tunnels
can lead to fluctuations of permittivity of the tunnel walls
and it can also affect the propagation of the EM waves
within the tunnel and from tunnel to the ground link. In
mine tunnels, Di-Sense can be used to improve the design
of wave propagation systems for tunnels through cognitively adjusting the communication parameters based on
the sensing of moisture and permittivity.
Another application of the Di-Sense is in the area of the
geophysical prospecting, where IOUT can be used simultaneously for sensing, communications, and permittivity
estimation of the ice and rocks. The contamination of
soils can also be detected by the Di-Sense. It can also be
used in meteorology, civil engineering, and geophysics.
From the implementation perspective, it is important to
note that software-defined radio technology tends to need
higher power for wide band spectrum scanning than the
radios designed specifically for single band communication.
However, the Di-Sense can be implemented effectively for
a wide range of frequencies because it does not require
advanced modulations schemes that require more power
and are more complex.

6.4. Di-Sense Transfer Functions
It is worth noting that the results presented here are
intended for soil moisture and permittivity estimation, but
these can also be used for IOUT communication system
design. Moreover, effects of changes in soil permittivity
with change in depth are likely to be reduced at higher
depths due to the fact that intensity of the reflected wave
from soil-air interface is reduced at the deeper depths. For
estimation purpose, following procedure would be used:
• Determine the lowest path loss frequency.
• Estimate soil permittivity using (5) and (6).
• Estimate soil moisture using (7).
Di-Sense transfer functions of the soil permittivity and
soil moisture are shown in Fig. 8. Soil moisture and permittivity of soil medium can be determined using these
graphs from measured values of IOUT propagation path
loss. Di-Sense measurement technique is simple and easy
to use, and no knowledge of type of radios, communication
parameters, and antennas, being used in IOUT deployment, is required, as long as propagation path loss can
be measured accurately. Moreover, Di-Sense can also be
used for different operation frequencies, f0 , because (3),
(4), scale accordingly with respect to the operation frequency. Like other measurement based techniques, there
are some limitations for which the Di-Sense method is applicable. The major limitation is that propagation path
loss of the soil under test should be measured accurately.
For the application of Di-Sense to the application scenarios, where higher accuracy is required, an empirical factor
can be used to account for the specific soil properties and
soil-water retention capability.

8. Conclusions

In this paper, wireless UG channel path loss and velocity of wave propagation in soil medium has been utilized
to determine the permittivity and soil moisture. Di-Sense
is based on estimation of the frequency of the lowest path
loss of the direct communication link between the buried
antennas in soil. The soil properties estimated using models developed for different soils compare favorably with experimental and theoretically results presented in the literature, and with ground truth measurements. The Di-Sense
models developed in this paper can be used for soil moisture and permittivity estimation in soils that have similar
particle size distribution and classification to those used
in these experiments. Di-Sense soil moisture and permittivity estimation approach accompanying fully-connected
and reliable IOUT deployment in agricultural fields leads
to improvements in precision agriculture practices.

7. Di-Sense Applications and Future Work
Di-Sense approach can be used in applications where
a need arises for WUC. In precision agriculture, where
IOUTs are already deployed [8], [13], [17], [31], [63], [76],
the Di-Sense can be utilized for irrigation scheduling.
Moreover, the health of growing plants can be assessed
by detection in changes in root-zone soil moisture. It can
also be further extended the soil macro-nutrient sensing
for precision agriculture [29, 34].
In buildings and bridges structures, Di-Sense measurements can be used to determine the health of the these
structures [36] by relating propagation path loss to properties of the communication medium. Di-Sense can also be
used for detection of buried underground objects, where
9
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The effective permittivity of soil-water mixture, which
is a complex number, can be modeled as [41]:

Appendix A. Periodogram Method
Spectrum Density

of

s = 0s − i00s ,
(B.1)
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Power

The collected data X[n], n =0, .... , N -1 is divided into
K blocks. Length of these overlapping block is L, with a
difference of D units from each other. Then,
X1 (j) = X(j)j = 0, .....L − 1.

(A.1)

X2 (j) = X(j + D)j = 0, .....L − 1.

(A.2)

where f is the frequency in Hz, s is the relative complex
dielectric constant of the soil-water mixture, mv is the volumetric water content, ρb is the bulk density and ρs is the
particle density, δ, ν 0 and ν 00 are empirically determined
soil-type dependent constants given by

Similarly,

δ = 0.65 ,

(B.4)

0

(B.5)

00

(B.6)

ν = 1.2748 − 0.519S − 0.152C ,
and

ν = 1.33797 − 0.603S − 0.166C ,
XK (j) = X(j + (K − 1)D)j = 0, .....L − 1.

where S and C represent the mass fractions of sand and
clay, respectively. The quantities 0f w and 00f w in (B.2) and
(B.3) are the real and imaginary parts of the relative permittivity of free water, and are calculated from the Debye
model [41]:

(A.3)

For each L length block modified periodogram is calculated by selecting a data window W(j) j = 0, ..... L-1 in order to form the sequence Xi (j)W (j), ..., XK W (j) Fourier
transforms of these sequences Ai (n), ....Ak (n) is taken as
follows:L−1
1 X
Xk (j)W (j)e−2kijn/L
Ak (n) =
L j=0

00f w
(A.4)

where w∞ = 4.9 is the limit of 0f w when f → ∞, w0 is
the static dielectric constant for water, τw is the relaxation
time for water, and 0 is the permittivity of free space. Expressions for τw and w0 are given as a function of temperature. At room temperature (20◦C), 2πτw = 0.58 × 10−10 s
and w0 = 80.1. The effective conductivity, δef f , in (B.8)
in terms of the textural properties of the soil, is given by

0.0467 + 0.2204ρb − 0.4111S + 0.6614C




0.3 GHz ≤ f ≤ 1.4 GHz .
δef f =

−1.645
+
1.939ρ
−
2.25622S + 1.594C
b



1.4 GHz ≤ f ≤ 18 GHz ,
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1

where i = (−1) 2 . K modified periodogram are obtained
as following:L
|Ak (n)|2
U
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